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Abstract
The growing interest in corporate sustainability (CS) orientation and the increasing attention on stakeholder engagement practices 
suggest to adopt new models and methods of decision-making for online corporate communication management. The working 
paper aims at highlighting the most significant principles, tools and content of communication for sustainability through 
corporate websites in order to create a successful value-proposition. The study draws from different fields of study, integrating 
approaches such as the Service Science Management and Engineering+Designand Viable Systems Approach. The proposed 
framework for CS communication on corporate websites has been defined in order to create value for the organization and
increase reputational capital. The framework includes four main dimensions containing measurable sub-items. They focused on: 
orientation to sustainability; items belonging to the structure related to stakeholder engagement and CS governance tools; items 
related to content (in terms of their impact on core business and their adherence to communication principles); and process. The
paper presents typical limitations of the deductive approach based on literature review. The framework could be used as a 
comprehensive tool to identify and avoid greenwashing traps in CS communication. This working paper could be considered a 
first step in a stream of research on a field of study not yet well explored to some extent.
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1. Introduction
Over the last decades, the idea of sustainability revolution has gradually taken over [1]. According to this 
prospective, the survival and development of the economic systems and organizations - both profit and non-profit-
dependent on the ability to preserve environmental, social and economic needs in the long term, in order to meet 
expectations of stakeholders[2].
In management and organization studies, the affirmation of this paradigm has determinedthe need to adopt more 
and more frequently an orientation to sustainability that requires many changes in policies and business 
practices.Despite the growing importance of sustainability issues, both in terms of communication [3,4,5]and 
development of new business models, organizations still seem to present some structural and operational 
weaknesses in putting into practice the communication of corporate sustainability.
In this perspective, the purpose of this paper is to suggest a new conceptual framework for the management of 
online corporate communication. This decision-making model offers some useful guidelines for communication 
managers and consultantsof sustainable organizations.
This study, first, identifies the main connections between a business approach based on corporate sustainability 
and the contribution of service science in terms of opportunities and developments that can be achieved thanks to 
this approach; then the paper describes several phases for building a conceptual framework, focusing on the main 
dimensions identified in online corporate sustainability plan. Finally, the study highlights limitations, implications 
and opportunities that may emerge from the proper use of the proposed tool.
1. Sustainability and Service Science: an innovative approach to business models
The new business paradigm ofsustainable corporation is based on the triple bottom line model (Planet, People, 
Profit). This model offers a system for measuring the sustainability of an organization, on the bases of economic, 
social and environmental parameters[6,7,8], whose balance is necessary for the survival and development over time 
of organizations.Recently, the framework of sustainability, has been identifiedas an innovative strategic approach to 
the management of sustainable organizations [9].
The concepts of sustainability and innovation are, therefore, the basis on which it is possible to structure a 
business model, that could be considered essential to undertake a plan of sustainable innovation.
Concepts such as value-proposition and value co-creation[10,11], typical of the Service Science, are taken into 
account in the idea of open innovation [12] which emphasizes the transition from GDL (Good Dominant Logic) to 
SDL (Service Dominant Logic) [13]. This enables to enhance the centrality of combination of product and service 
components as part of  a single offer.According to the open innovation, product and service combination must be 
interpreted as a platform on which can converge the contributions of different stakeholders.Starting from the 
urgency of sustainable development, the organization needs to get support of its stakeholders, which have specific 
expectations and exert several pressures to achieve their needs, stakeholders are defined as supra-systems in Viable 
System Approach [14]. 
The idea of open innovation is comparable with the concept of stakeholder engagement[15,16,17], based on 
sustainability orientation. Following a proper approach to sustainability, i.e. integrating stakeholders’ novel 
contributions to sustainable business processes, opens up the possibility for the development of new business 
models. On these lines, we can refer to the business modelcanvas[18] in an open innovation perspective.
This conceptual model explains how to filter and interpret a business model, in terms of corporate sustainability. 
For example, in this context of analysis, the functions of the business model Canvas could be translate in this way
[19]: 
x what the company intends to sell and so it highlights the sustainability linked to product/service offered, and the 
way in which it is communicated;
x which are customers to contact (To Whom), with reference to dimension “People”; 
x how to get the combination of skills and inputs needed (How), engaging the dimension “People” (skills) and 
“Planet” (inputs); 
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x what is the economic and financial balance that you would like to achieve (How much), with a clear reference to 
the dimension of “Profit”.
In order to define a new business model, it is undoubtedly useful the identification of several technologies 
available to the organization, which can help to achieve a satisfactory solution to the problem. The concept of 
technology should be considered in a broader sense: actually, organizations do not only need engineering tools but 
also tacit knowledge and relevant skills, able to lead the company to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage.
2. A framework on corporate communication of sustainability
The frameworkaims at analyzing and evaluating corporate communication for sustainability in corporate websites 
in order to draw up a ranking of organizations. It represents also a useful guide for the development of sustainable 
business models in a contest of value-cocreation and open innovation.
The dimensions proposed in the framework aim, in fact, to increase the effectiveness of corporate communication 
for sustainability on corporate websites thanks to several factors: the definition of a proper corporate orientation, the 
promotion of stakeholder engagement tools, the spread of corporate sustainability contents, the redefinition of 
relationships with stakeholders, the structure of websites, etc. These elements should be considered, in general 
terms, as value propositions established between the company and its stakeholders.
The framework proposed in this research, thanks to the adoption of an “acid test”, can also be used as a tool to 
identify and avoid “pitfalls” of greenwashing in the communication of corporate sustainability. This risk, at last, 
should be evaluated as a fictitious form of value-proposition that could generate an apparent value-cocreation 
element.
With regard to the steps that can allow the development of the framework, this study starts from the analysis of 
corporate websites in order to detect the main elements in terms of macro-items or macro-dimensions useful for the 
measurement of website’s sustainability; then it identifies elements of greenwashing.
In detail, the framework is based on a hierarchical pyramid structure (top-down) which includes four dimensions 
or macro-items:
1) “Orientation”: strategic approach that defines the basic elements of corporate identity, such ascore values, 
mission, vision with specific reference to corporate sustainability. These dimensions puts the basis for a clear 
corporate approach in the context in which the organization operates: this involves the field of activity in which 
it operates, the rationale of the commitment to sustainability, etc.In this context of analysis, the study highlights 
explicit references to corporate sustainability (environmental, economic and social)  in relation to:
ż the mission: the declaration of corporate institutional purposes and main corporate activities, from which it is 
possible to detect the orientation [20];
ż the vision: how the organization perceives or imagines the future of the environment and of the company in 
terms of sustainability, based on external valuations and insights that aim not only to “predict” but rather to 
proactively “anticipate” the market trends and the evolution of the business sector [21].
2) Structure, defined as a set of components in relation to which the organization assigns roles, activities and tasks 
to be performed in accordance to rules and constraints [14]. In this perspective, factors mainly evaluated are 
stakeholder engagement tools, which refer to the set of tools that help to understand stakeholders’ needs, in a 
sustainable way, with respect to their relationship with the organization.They allow to realistically predict the 
expectations of stakeholder regarding corporate activities [22] that need to be put into practice for a proper co-
creation of value. In particular, the main stakeholder engagement tools identified in online context are: multi-way 
dialogue (community, forum, blog, etc.), two-way dialogue (questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, etc.) [23]. 
The decision-making of the sustainable organizations can be influenced by the increasing of the stakeholder 
empowerment supported by the user-generated content and media [24].
In terms of structure, the governance of sustainability assumes a considerable importance, taking into account 
both organizational model and governance tools too. Actually, it is defined as a sub-unit for the corporate 
communication of sustainability in the function/department of Corporate Communications [25].
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3) Process: considering the existing dichotomies structure/system in ASV and the area of deciding (OdG) and of 
action (SO), it can be considered as the transition from structural relations to systemic interactions (system as 
dynamic structure) [14]. 
4) Content: with reference to contents of messages conveyed in terms of corporate sustainability.The focus in this 
case is placed on initiatives, projects and activities implemented by organizations in terms of sustainability, with 
an impact on the core business, on value chain or in terms of generic initiatives. This dimension considers also 
principles that ensure a proper implementation of communication for sustainability, fundamental for the success 
of stakeholder relations and the development of reputational capital [26,27,28].
In order to analyze the corporate websites - in all their aspects regarding the communication of sustainability -
and trying to avoid the phenomenon of greenwashing, often present in this field of investigation, the study defines 
an “acid test” with the aim ofverifying the existence of indexes that could report this phenomenon in corporate 
websites. The assessment is applied putting together different indicators linked to the orientation of sustainability, 
the structure and the content presented. In particular, the clues of greenwashing are identified according to 
guidelines of Greenwashing Report of Terra Choice [29].
3. Limitations and implications
It is important to point out that the macro-model aims to be a comprehensive tool, in order to allow  to analyze
different websites and to structure sustainable business models for organizations involved in different sectors. In 
fact, the identified dimensions are not contextualized in terms of product category, but take into account some 
aspects present in diverse business websites.
The macro-model is arranged to avoid ambiguity in measurement, for this reason, we tried to limit the 
subjectivity in interpretation - typical of a deductive approach. It is preferred, for example, to refer to analysis and 
research already endorsed in literature. Moreover, we prefer to use dichotomous variables instead of scalable 
variables. The macro-model, however, shows some signs of incompleteness in terms of aspects related to 
communication for sustainability: this limit can be fulfilled thanks to further investigations in the future.
From a practical point of view, and despite the limitations, the macro-model aims to be a benchmark for 
sustainable organizations, as it provides useful indications and guidelines for managers, consultants and 
communication advisors of sustainability-oriented organizations. In fact,on one hand it allows to identify key points 
of reference for the definition of the structure of corporate websites, useful for the dissemination and promotion of 
contents of corporate sustainability, acting as a tool to identify and avoid the pitfalls of greenwashing [30,31,32] and 
to the other hand it is an important tool in terms of the development of real business models based on sustainability.
4. Research agenda  
The next step for the development of the macro-model is the identification of the micro-item, in order to obtain 
quantitative measurements for each of them and to proceed subsequently to carry out different tests, considering the 
websites of companies belonging to different sectors. Through the analysis of the differentwebsites, it is possible to 
come to categorize specific data, which, analysed with a specific tool, allow us to be able to measure the 
communication for sustainability of each organization, with the ability to draw up a final ranking useful to compare 
the different companies.
The data obtained thanks to the tool may be subject to additional specific multivariate analyses.An interesting 
development in this regard is represented by the possible use of structural equation models (Structural Equation 
Modeling: SEM) in order to identify a model that takes into account the causal relations between the variables of the 
macro model.An approach to multiple equations is adequate to provide a representation of real processes. In fact, it 
takes into account not only different causes acting on a dependent variable (multivariate analysis), but also the 
connections between different causes.This concept can be synthesized with the expression “correlation is not 
causation”.This theoretical model can be validated, once obtained the requested data, and when they are suitably 
converted into a data matrix, using specific software, such as SPSS and LISREL[33,34].
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5. Conclusion
First of all, the descriptionof the frameworkemphasizes the way in which the organizations share their corporate 
commitments and achievements in terms of corporate sustainability, in order to create value for the organization and 
increase its reputational capital[35,36,37]
A considerable filter at the base of the development of the framework is the contribution of the Service Science, 
that making this business model not only a tool for the evaluation of corporate communication for sustainability, but 
also a useful guide for the communication consultants regarding the generation of an appropriate balance in the real 
interactions of value-cocreation, through valid value-proposition that could otherwise lead to practices of 
greenwashing.
The adoption of the framework can represent a significant opportunity for both theorganizations that intend to 
focus their business on sustainability and for companies that put in place flawed practices of corporate 
communication, while declaring sustainable.
The analytical approach, the focus on the importance assumed by the communication and the relational and 
engagement dimension, combined with the multiple implications on the operational level, provide insights for an 
interesting evolution in this field of study.
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